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The Ashanti (also spelled Asante) Empire (1701-1957) 
was an Akan empire and kingdom in what is now often 
called the Ashanti Region. The Ashanti Empire expanded 
from Ashanti to include the Brong-Ahafo, Central region, 
Eastern region, Greater Accra region, and Western 
region, of present-day Ghana. The Ashanti ethnic group 
inhabit the exclave Ghana . Ashanti people used military 
power due to effective strategy and early firearm adoption 
to create an empire that stretched from central Ghana to 
the present-day Ivory Coast. Due to the empire's military 
prowess, wealth, architecture, sophisticated hierarchy and 
culture, the Ashanti empire was extensively studied and 
has more historiographies by European, primarily British, 
authors than almost any other indigenous culture of Sub- 
Saharan Africa. 

Starting in the late 17th century, the Ashanti king Osei 
Tutu (c. 1695 - 1717) and his advisor Okomfo Anokye, 
established the Ashanti Kingdom, with the Golden Stool 
of Asante as a sole unifying symbol. Osei Tutu oversaw a 

massive Ashanti territorial expansion,^ building up the 
army by introducing new organization and turning a 
disciplined royal and paramilitary army into an effective 

fighting machine In 1701, the Ashanti army conquered 
Denkyira, giving the Ashanti access to the Gulf of Guinea 
and the Atlantic Ocean coastal trade with Europeans, 
notably the Dutch. 

The Ashanti Kingdom is the home to Lake Bosumtwi, 
Ghana's only natural lake. The state's current economic 
revenue is derived mainly from trading in gold bars, 
cocoa, kola nuts and agriculture; forest has also been 

cleared to plant cassava, maize and yamsJ 4 ^ 

Today the Ashanti monarchy continues as a 
constitutionally protected, sub-nation state and traditional 
state within Ghana. The current king of the Ashanti 
Kingdom is Otumfuo Osei Tutu II Asantehene. 
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The name Asante means "because of war." The word derives from the twi 
words asa meaning "war" and nti meaning "because of'. This name comes 
from the Asante's origin as a kingdom created to fight the Denkyira Kingdom. 

The variant name "Ashanti" comes from British reports that transcribing 
"Asante" as the British heard it pronounced, as-hanti. The hyphenation was 
subsequently dropped and the name Ashanti remained, with various spellings 
including Ashantee common into the early 20th century. 

Between the 10th and 12th centuries AD the ethnic Akan people migrated into 
the forest belt of Southern Ghana and established several Akan states: 

■ Ashanti, 

■ Brong-Ahafo, 

■ Assin-Denkyira-Fante Confederacy-Mankessim Kingdom (present-day Central 
region) 

■ Akyem-Akwamu-Akuapem-Kwahu (present-day Eastern region and Greater 
Accra), and 

■ Ahanta-Aowin-Sefwi-Wassa (present-day Western region). 

Before the Ashanti Kingdom had contact with Europeans, it had a flourishing 
trade with other African states due to the Ashanti gold wealth. Trade with European states began after 

contact with the Portuguese in the 15th century ADJ 5 J When the gold mines in the Sahel started to play out, 

the Ashanti Kingdom rose to prominence as the major player in the gold traded At the height of the 
Ashanti Kingdom, the Ashanti people became wealthy through the trading of gold mined from their 

territory 

History 

Founding of the Kingdom 

Ashanti political organization was originally centered on clans headed by 

a paramount chief or Amanhene One particular clan, the Oyoko, 
settled in the Ashanti's sub-tropical forest region, establishing a center at 

KumasiJ 8 ] The Ashanti became tributaries of another Akan state, 

Denkyira but in the mid- 17th century the Oyoko under Chief Oti 
Akenten started consolidating the Ashanti clans into a loose 

confederation against the Denkyira. ^ 

The introduction of the Golden Stool (Sika dwa ) was a means of 
centralization under Osei Tutu. According to legend, a meeting of all the 
clan heads of each of the Ashanti settlements was called just prior to 
independence from Denkyira. In this meeting the Golden Stool was commanded down from the heavens by 
Okomfo Anokye, priest or sage advisor to Asantehene Osei Tutu I and floated down from the heavens into 
the lap of Osei Tutu I. Okomfo Anokye declared the stool to be the symbol of the new Asante Union (the 
Ashanti Kingdom ), and allegiance was sworn to the stool and to Osei Tutu as the Asantehene. The newly 





Kente cloth, the 
traditional garment worn 
by Ashanti royalty, has 
been widely adopted 
throughout the Ashanti 
Kingdom. 
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founded Ashanti union went to war with and defeated 

DenkyiraJ 1 ™ The stool remains sacred to the Ashanti as it is 
believed to contain the Sunsum — spirit or soul of the Ashanti 
people. 

Other Ashanti kings 

■ King Opoku Ware I (1720-1745) engaged in further Akan 
territorial expansion 

■ king Kusi Obodom (1750-1764) succeeded Opoku Ware I. 

■ Asante king Osei Kwadwo (1764-1777) imposed 
administrative reforms that allowed the Ashanti Kingdom 
to be governed effectively. 

■ King Osei Kwame Panyin (1777-1803), and King Osei 
Tutu Kwame (1804-1824) continued the Ashanti Kingdom's territorial consolidation. 




Independence 



In the 1670s the head of the Oyoko clan, Osei Kofi Tutu I, began 
another rapid consolidation of Akan peoples via diplomacy and 

warfare J 1 ^ King Osei Kofu Tutu I and his chief advisor, Okomfo 
Kwame Frimpong Anokye led a coalition of influential Ashanti city- 
states against their mutual oppressor, the Denkyira who held the 
Ashanti Kingdom in its thrall. The Ashanti Kingdom utterly defeated 
them at the Battle of Feyiase, proclaiming its independence in 1701. 
Subsequently, through hard line force of arms and savoir-faire 
diplomacy, the duo induced the leaders of the other Ashanti city-states 
to declare allegiance and adherence to Kumasi, the Ashanti capital. 
From the beginning, King Osei Tutu and priest Anokye followed an 
expansionist and an imperialistic provincial foreign policy. According 
to folklore, Okomfo Anokye is believed to have visited Agona- 

AkrofonsoJ 12 ] 




Picture of Ashanti architecture 
drawn by Thomas Edward 
Bowdich, with Adinkra symbols 
on the walls. 



the Ashanti Kingdom under Osei Tutu 



Realizing the strengths of a loose confederation of Akan states, Osei 
Tutu strengthened centralization of the surrounding Akan groups 
and expanded the powers of the judiciary system within the 
centralized government. This loose confederation of small city- 
states grew into a kingdom or empire looking to expand its borders. 
Newly conquered areas had the option of joining the empire or 

becoming tributary states.! [13] Opoku Ware I, Osei Tutu's successor, 

extended the borders, embracing much of Ghana's territory J 14 ^ 

European Contact 




Image of an Ashanti home in the 
Ashanti Kingdom, before British 
colonization. 
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European contact with the Asante on the Gulf of Guinea coast region of Africa began in the 19th century. 
This led to trade in gold, ivory, slaves, and other goods with the Portuguese, which gave rise to kingdoms 
such as the Ashanti. On May 15, 1817 the Englishman Thomas Bowdich entered Kumasi. He remained 
there for several months, was impressed, and on his return to England wrote a book, Mission from Cape 

Coast Castle to AshanteeS 15 ^ His praise of the kingdom was disbelieved as it contradicted prevailing 
prejudices. Joseph Dupuis, the first British consul in Kumasi, arrived on March 23, 1820. Both Bowdich 
and Dupuis secured a treaty with the Asantehene. But, the governor, Hope Smith, did not meet Ashanti 

expectations J 16 ^ 

Slavery in the Ashanti Kingdom 

Slavery was historically a tradition in the Ashanti Empire, with 
slaves typically taken as captives from enemies in warfare. The 
welfare of their slaves varied from being able to acquire wealth and 
intermarry with the master's family to being sacrificed in funeral 
ceremonies. The Ashanti believed that slaves would follow their 
masters into the afterlife. Slaves could sometimes own other slaves, 
and could also request a new master if the slave believed he or she 

was being severely mistreated.^ 7 ^ 18 ^ 

The modern-day Ashanti claim that slaves were seldom abused, t 19 ] 
and that a person who abused a slave was held in high contempt by 
society. They defend the “humanity” of Ashanti slavery by noting 
that those slaves were allowed to marry, and that their children were 

bom freeJ l2 J If a master found a female slave desirable, he might 
marry her. He preferred such an arrangement to that of a free woman in a conventional marriage, because 
marriage to an enslaved woman allowed the children to inherit some of the father's property and status. 

This favored arrangement occurred primarily because of what some men considered their conflict with the 
matrilineal system. Under this kinship system, children were considered bom into the mother's clan and 
took their status from her family. Generally her eldest brother served as mentor to her children, particularly 
for the boys. She was protected by her family. Some Ashanti men felt more comfortable taking a slave girl 
or pawn wife in marriage, as she would have no abusua (older male grandfather, father, uncle or brother) to 
intercede on her behalf when the couple argued. With an enslaved wife, the master and husband had total 
control of their children, as she had no kin in the tribe. 

the Ashanti Kingdom and Britain 

December 1895, left Cape Coast with an expedition force. It arrived in Kumasi in January 1896. The 
Asantehene directed the Ashanti to not resist. Shortly thereafter, Governor William Maxwell arrived in 
Kumasi as well. Asantehene Agyeman Prempeh was deposed and arrested. 

Britain annexed the territories of the Ashanti and the Fanti in 1896, and Ashanti leaders were sent into exile 
in the Seychelles. The Asante Union was dissolved. Robert Baden-Powell led the British in this campaign. 
The British formally declared the state of the Ashanti Kingdom and the coastal regions to be the Gold Coast 
colony. A British Resident was permanently placed in the city of Kumasi, and soon after a British fort was 
built there. 




Sao Jorge da Mina where the Ashanti 
Kingdom slaves were sold to 
Portuguese Empire and shipped to 
Brazil and Cape Verde. 
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Ashanti uprising of 1900 and since 1935 

As a final measure of resistance, the remaining Asante court not exiled to the Seychelles mounted an 
offensive against the British Residents at the Kumasi Fort. The resistance was led by Asante queen Yaa 
Asantewaa, Queen-Mother of Ejisu. From March 28 to late September 1900, the Asante and British were 
engaged in what would become known as the War of the Golden Stool. In the end, the British were 
victorious; they exiled Asantewaa and other Asante leaders to the Seychelles to join Asante King Prempeh 
I. 

In January 1902, Britain finally designated the Ashanti Kingdom as a protectorate, the Ashanti Kingdom 
was restored to self-rule on 31 January 1935. Asante King Prempeh II was restored in 1957, and the 
Ashanti Kingdom entered a state union with Ghana at independence from Great Britain. 

Territorial history timeline 
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Government and politics 

The Ashanti government was built upon a sophisticated bureaucracy in Kumasi, with separate ministries to 
handle the state's affairs. Of particular note was Ashanti's Foreign Office based in Kumasi; despite its small 
size, it allowed the state to pursue complex negotiations with foreign powers. The Office was divided into 
departments to handle relations separately with the British, French, Dutch, and Arabs. Scholars of Ashanti 
history, such as Larry Yarak and Ivor Wilkes, disagree over the power of this sophisticated bureaucracy in 
comparison to the Asantahene, but agree that it was a sign of a highly developed government with a 
complex system of checks and balances. 

Asantehene 

At the top of Ashanti's power structure sat the Asantehene, the King of Ashanti. Each Asantahene was 
enthroned on the sacred Golden Stool, the Sika 'dwa, an object that came to symbolise the very power of the 
King. Osei Kwadwo (1764-1777) began the meritocratic system of appointing central officials according to 

their ability, rather than their birth 
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As King, the Asantehene held immense power in Ashanti, but did 
not enjoy absolute royal rule. He was obliged to share considerable 
legislative and executive powers with Asante's sophisticated 
bureaucracy. But the Asantehene was the only person in Ashanti 
permitted to invoke the death sentence in cases of crime. During 
wartime, the King acted as Supreme Commander of the army, 
although during the 1 9th century, the fighting was increasingly 
handled by the Ministry of War in Kumasi. Each member of the 
confederacy was also obliged to send annual tribute to Kumasi. 

The Ashantihene (King of all Ashanti) reigns over all and chief of 
the division of Kumasi, the nation’s capital, and the Ashanti 
Kingdom. He is elected in the same manner as all other chiefs. In 
this hierarchical structure, every chief swears fealty to the one above 
him — from village and subdivision, to division to the chief of 
Kumasi, and the Ashantihene swears fealty to the State. 

The elders circumscribe the power of the Ashantihene, and the 
chiefs of other divisions considerably check the power of the King. 

This in practical effect creates a system of checks and balances. As 
the symbol of the nation, the Ashantihene receives significant 
deference ritually, for the context is religious in that he is a symbol 
of the people in the flesh: the living, dead or yet to be bom. When the king commits an act not approved of 
by the counsel of elders or the people, he could possibly be impeached, and demoted to a commoner. 

The existence of aristocratic organizations and the council of elders is evidence of an oligarchic tendency in 
Ashanti political life. Though older men tend to monopolize political power, Ashanti instituted an 
organization of young men, the nmerante, that tend to democratize and liberalize the political process. The 
council of elders undertake actions only after consulting a representative of the nmerante. Their views must 
be taken seriously and added into the conversation. 

Obirempon 

Below the Asantahene, local power was invested in the obirempon of each locale. The obirempon (literally 
"big man") was personally selected by the Asantahene and was generally of loyal, noble lineage, frequently 
related to the Asantahene. Obirempons had a fair amount of legislative power in their regions, more than 
the local nobles of Dahomey but less than the regional governors of the Oyo Empire. In addition to 
handling the region's administrative and economic matters, the obirempon also acted as the Supreme Judge 
of the region, presiding over court cases. 

Residence 

The current residence of the Asantehene is Manhyia Palace built in 1925 by the British and presented to the 
Prempeh I as a present upon his return from exile. 

The original palace of the Asantehene in Kumasi was burned down by the British in 1 875. From European 
accounts, the edifice was massive and ornately built. In 1819, the Englishman Thomas Edward Bowditch 
described the palace as 




Prempeh I 
Asantehene 
from 1888 to 1931 
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1 874 Former palace of Asantehene being Manhyia Palace. Current official residence of the 

burned and ransacked by the British after the Asantehene. 

Third Anglo- Ashanti War 



Former and Current Residences of Asantehene 
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The election of chiefs and the Asantehene himself followed a 
pattern. The senior female of the chiefly lineage nominated the 
eligible males. This senior female then consulted the elders, male 
and female, of that line. The final candidate is then selected. That 
nomination is then sent to a council of elders, who represent other 
lineages in the town or district. The Elders then present the 
nomination to the assembled people. 

If the assembled citizens disapprove of the nominee, the process is 
restarted. Chosen, the new chief is en-stooled by the Elders, who 
admonish him with expectations. The chosen chief swears a solemn 
oath to the Earth Goddess and to his ancestors to fulfil his duties 
honorably in which he “sacrifices” himself and his life for the betterment of the Oman (state). 

This elected and en-stooled chief enjoys a great majestic ceremony to this day with much spectacle and 
celebration. Tie reigns with much despotic power, including the ability to make judgments of life and death 
on his subjects. Elowever, he does not enjoy absolute rule. Upon the stool, the Chief is sacred, the holy 
intermediary between people and ancestors. Elis powers theoretically are more apparent than real. Elis 
powers hinge on his attention to the advice and decisions of the Council of Elders. The chief can be 
impeached, de-stooled, if the Elders and the people turn against him. Tie can be reduced to man, subject to 
derision for his failure. 

Legal system 

The Ashanti state, in effect, was a theocracy. It invokes 
religious, rather than secular-legal postulates. What the 
modem state views as crimes, Ashanti view as sins. 

Antisocial acts disrespect the ancestors, and are only 
secondarily harmful to the community. If the chief or 
King fails to punish such acts, he invokes the anger of 
the ancestors, and is therefore in danger of 
impeachment. The penalty for some crimes (sins) is 
death, but this is seldom imposed; a more common 
penalty is banishment or imprisonment. 

The King typically exacts or commutes all capital cases. 

These commuted sentences by King and chiefs 
sometimes occur by ransom or bribe; they are regulated 
in such a way that they should not be mistaken for 
fines, but are considered as revenue to the state, which 

for the most part welcomes quarrels and litigation. Commutations tend to be far more frequent than 
executions. 

Ashanti are repulsed by murder, and suicide is considered murder. They decapitate those who commit 
suicide, the conventional punishment for murder. The suicide thus had contempt for the court, for only the 
King may kill an Ashanti. 




the Ashanti Kingdom Obirempons, c. 1873, Visual 
Art by Jules Gros. 
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In a murder trial, intent must be established. If the homicide is accidental, the murderer pays compensation 
to the lineage of the deceased. The insane cannot be executed because of the absence of responsible intent - 
except for murder or cursing the King; in the case of cursing the king, drunkenness is a valid defense. 
Capital crimes include murder, incest within the female or male line, and intercourse with a menstruating 
woman, rape of a married woman, and adultery with any of the wives of a chief or the King. Assaults or 
insults of a chief or the court or the King also carried capital punishment. 

Cursing the King, calling down powers to harm the King, is considered an unspeakable act and carries the 
weight of death. One who invokes another to commit such an act must pay a heavy indemnity. Practitioners 
of sorcery and witchcraft receive death but not by decapitation, for their blood must not be shed. They 
receive execution by strangling, burning, or drowning. 

Ordinarily, families or lineages settle disputes between individuals. Nevertheless, such disputes can be 
brought to trial before a chief by uttering the taboo oath of a chief or the King. In the end, the King's Court 
is the sentencing court, for only the King can order the death penalty. Before the Council of Elders and the 
King's Court, the litigants orate comprehensively. Anyone present can cross-examine the defendant or the 
accuser, and if the proceedings do not lead to a verdict, a special witness is called to provide additional 
testimony. If there is only one witness, whose oath sworn assures the truth is told. Moreover, that he favors 
or is hostile to either litigant is unthinkable. Cases with no witness, like sorcery or adultery are settled by 
ordeals, like drinking poison. 

Ancestor Veneration establishes the Ashanti moral system, and it provides the principal foundation for 
governmental sanctions. The link between mother and child centers the entire network, which includes 
ancestors and fellow men as well. Its judicial system emphasizes the Ashanti conception of rectitude and 
good behavior, which favors harmony among the people. The rules were made by Nyame (God) and the 
ancestors, and one must behave accordingly. 

Geography 




Ashanti Empire map 



The Ashanti Empire was one of a series of kingdoms along the coast including 
Dahomey, Benin, and Oyo. All of these states were based on trade, especially 
gold, ivory, and slaves, which were sold to first Portuguese and later Dutch and 
British traders. 



the Ashanti Kingdom had mountains and large 

agricultural surpluses P* The southern part of the 
Ashanti Kingdom is covered with moist semi- 
deciduous forest whilst the Guinea savanna covers 
the northern part of the Ashanti Kingdom. The 
Guinea Savanna consists of short deciduous and 
fire resistant trees. Riparian forests also occur along 
the Afram River and streams of the savanna zone. Soils in the Ashanti 
Kingdom are mainly of two types, forest ochrosols in southern the Ashanti 
Kingdom whilst the savanna ochrosols are confined to northern the Ashanti 

Kingdom. ^ 




Asante Mountains and 
the Lake Bosumtwi 
natural lake. 
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The predominant fauna or food rich wildlife and animal species encountered in the Ashanti Kingdom were 
the hen, chicken, sheep, goat, duck, turkey, rabbit, guinea fowl, fish, and the porcupine national symbol of 
the Ashanti Kingdom, as well as about thirty multipurpose flora species of trees and shrubs and over thirty- 
five ornamental plants beautifying the Ashanti Kingdom environs. These tree/shrub-crop-animal (hen/fish) 
components were intensively integrated spatially and/or sequentially on the same land unit of individual 

Asante houses.^ 



Economy 

Resources 





The lands within the Ashanti Kingdom were also rich in river-gold, cocoa and 
kola nuts, and the Ashanti were soon trading with the Portuguese at coastal fort 

Sao Jorge da Mina , later Elmina, the Songhai, and with the Hausa states J 22 ^ 

Agriculture 

The Ashanti prepared the fields 
by burning before the onset of the 
rainy season and cultivated with 
an iron hoe. Fields are left fallow 
for a couple years, usually after 
two to four years of cultivation. 

Plants cultivated include 
plantains, yams, manioc, com, 

sweet potatoes, millet, beans, onions, peanuts, tomatoes, and 
many fruits. Manioc and com are New World transplants 
introduced during the Atlantic European trade. Many of 
these vegetable crops could be harvested twice a year and 
the cassava (manioc), after a two-year growth, provides a 
starchy root. The Ashanti transformed palm wine, maize and 
millet into beer, a favorite drink; and made use of the oil 
from palm for many culinary and domestic uses. 



Ashanti yam ceremony in the Ashanti 
Kingdom, 19th century by Thomas E. 
Bowdich. 



Golden mask property 
of Asantehene, Kofi 
Karikari. 



Infrastructure 



Infrastmcture such as road transport and communication throughout the Ashanti Kingdom was maintained 
via a network of well-kept roads from the Ashanti Kingdom to the Niger river and linking together other 

trade cities. [ 23 H 24 ] 



Communication in the Ashanti Kingdom 

The Ashanti invented the Fontomfrom, an Asante talking dmm, and they also invented the Akan Dmm. 
They dmmmed messages to distances of over 300 kilometres (200 mi), as rapidly as a telegraph. Asante 
dialect (Twi) and Akan, the language of the Ashanti people is tonal and more meaning is generated by tone. 
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The drums reproduced these tones, punctuations, and the accents of a phrase so that the 
cultivated ear hears the entirety of the phrase itself. 

The Ashanti readily heard and understood the phrases produced by these “talking 
drums.” Standard phrases called for meetings of the chiefs or to arms, warned of 
danger, and broadcast announcements of the death of important figures. Some drums 
were used for proverbs and ceremonial presentations. 




Demography 

The population history of the Ashanti Kingdom was one of slow centralization. In the early 1 9th century the 
Asantehene used the annual tribute to set up a permanent standing army armed with rifles, which allowed 
much closer control of the Ashanti Kingdom. Despite still being called a confederacy it was one of the most 
centralised states in sub-Saharan Africa. Osei Tutu and his successors oversaw a policy of political and 
cultural unification and the union had reached its full extent by 1750. It remained an alliance of several 
large city-states which acknowledged the sovereignty of the ruler of Kumasi and the Ashanti Kingdom, 
known as the Asantehene. the Ashanti Kingdom had dense populations, allowing the creation of substantial 

urban centres.^ By 1874, the Ashanti controlled over 250,000 square kilometers while ruling 

approximately 3 million people.^ 

Police and military 

Police force in the Ashanti Kingdom 

The Asantehene inherited his position from his queen mother, and he was 
assisted at the capital, Kumasi, by a civil service of men talented in trade, 

diplomacy, and the military, with a head called the GyaaseheneP^ Men from 
the Arabian Peninsula, Sudan, and Europe were employed in the Ashanti 

Kingdom civil service, all of them appointed by the Asantehene At the 
capital, Kumasi and in other the Ashanti Kingdom towns, the ankobia or 
special police were used as the Ashanti Kingdom special forces and 
bodyguards to the Asantehene, as sources of the Ashanti Kingdom intelligence, 

and to suppress rebellion J 23 ] For most of the 19th century and into the 20th 

century, the Ashanti Kingdom sovereign state remained powerful.^ 

The Ashanti military 

The Ashanti armies served the empire well, supporting its long period of expansion and subsequent 
resistance to European coloni z ation. 

Armament was primarily with firearms, but some historians hold that indigenous organization and 

leadership probably played a more crucial role in Ashanti successes J 26 ^ These are, perhaps, more 
significant when considering that the Ashanti had numerous troops from conquered or incorporated 




Akrafena, Ceremonial 
sword used by the 
Ashanti 
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peoples, and faced a number of revolts and rebellions from these peoples over 
its long history. The political genius of the symbolic "golden stool" and the 
fusing effect of a national army however, provided the unity needed to keep the 
empire viable. Total potential strength was some 80,000 to 200,000 making the 
Ashanti army bigger than the better known Zulu, comparable to Africa's 

largest- the legions of Ethiopia The Ashanti army was described as a 
fiercely organized one whose king could "bring 200,000 men into the field and 
whose warriors were evidently not cowed by Snider rifles and 7-pounder 

guns"P 8 ] While actual forces deployed in the field were less than potential 
strength, tens of thousands of soldiers were usually available to serve the needs 
of the empire. Mobilization depended on small cadres of regulars, who guided 
and directed levees and contingents called up from provincial governors. 

Organization was structured around an advance guard, main body, rear guard 
and two right and left wing flanking elements. This provided flexibility in the 
forest country the Ashanti armies typically operated in. The approach to the battlefield was typically via 
converging columns, and tactics included ambushes and extensive maneuvers on the wings. Unique among 
African armies, the Ashanti deployed medical units to support their fighters. This force was to expand the 

empire substantially and continually for over a century, and defeated the British in several encounters 

Wars of the Asante 

From 1806 until 1896, the Ashanti Kingdom was in a perpetual state of war involving expansion or defense 
of its domain. The Ashantis exploits against other African forces made it the paramount power in the 
region. Its impressive performance against the British also earned it the respect of European powers. 

Asante-Fante War 

In 1806, the Ashanti pursued two rebel leaders through Fante territory to the 
coast. The British refusal to surrender the rebels led to an Ashanti attack. This 
was devastating enough that the British handed over a rebel; the other 

escaped J 29 ] In 1807 disputes with the Fante led to the Ashanti-Fante War, in 
which the Ashanti were victorious under Asantehene Osei Bonsu ("Osei the 
whale"). 

Ga-Fante War 



In the 1811 Ga-Fante War, a coalition of Asante and Ga fought against an 
alliance of Fante, Akwapim and Ak im states. The Asante war machine was 
successful early on defeating the alliance in open combat. However, Asante 
were unable to completely crush their enemies and were forced to withdraw 
from the Akwapim hills in the face of unconventional warfare. They did, however, manage to capture a 
British fort. 

Ashanti- Akim- Akwapim W ar 
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In 1814 the Ashanti launched an invasion of the Gold Coast, largely to gain access to European traders. In 
the Ashanti-Akim-Akwapim War, the kingdom faced the Akim-Akwapim alliance. After several battles, 
some of which went in favor of the Asante and, some of which went in favor of the out numbered Akim- 
Akwapim alliance the war ended. Even though the outnumbered Akim-Akwapim won some key battles and 
had moments of glory by 1816, the Ashanti Kingdom was established on the coast. 

Anglo- Ashanti Wars 

First Anglo-Ashanti War 



the Ashanti Kingdom army 
engaged in 

Warfare and Military Combat with 
the British forces under the 
command of Coll. Sutherland, July 

11th 1824 1 3 °] 



The first of the Anglo-Ashanti wars occurred in 1823. In these 
conflicts, the Ashanti Kingdom faced off, with varying degrees of 
success, against the British Empire residing on the coast. The root of 
the conflict traces back to 1 823 when Sir Charles MacCarthy, resisting 
all overtures by the Ashanti to negotiate, led an invading force. The 
Ashanti defeated this, killed MacCarthy, took his head for a trophy and 
swept on to the coast. However, disease forced them back. The 
Ashanti were so successful in subsequent fighting that in 1 826 they 
again moved on the coast. At first they fought very impressively in an 
open battle against superior numbers of British allied forces, including 
Denkyirans. However, the novelty of British rockets caused the 

Ashanti army to withdraw.! [31] j n a treaty led to 30 years of 
peace, with the Pra River accepted as the border. 




Second Anglo-Ashanti War 

With the exception of a few Ashanti light skirmishes across the 
Pra in 1853 and 1854, the peace between the Ashanti Kingdom 
and the British Empire had remained unbroken for over 30 years. 
Then, in 1863, a large Ashanti delegation crossed the river 
pursuing a fugitive, Kwesi Gyana. There was fighting, casualties 
on both sides, but the governor's request for troops from England 
was declined and sickness forced the withdrawal of his West 
Indian troops. The war ended in 1864 as a stalemate with both 
sides losing more men to sickness than any other factor. 



Third Anglo-Ashanti War 

In 1869 a European missionary family was taken to Kumasi. They 
were hospitably welcomed and were used as an excuse for war in 
1873. Also, Britain took control of Ashanti land claimed by the 
Dutch. The Ashanti invaded the new British protectorate. General 
Wolseley and his famous Wolseley ring were sent against the 
Ashanti. This was a modem war, replete with press coverage (including by the renowned reporter Henry 




the Ashanti Kingdom Armed Forces 
Gunfighters engaged in Duel with the 
42nd Highlanders of the British Armed 

Forces y 

Anglo-Empire of Ashanti War, The 
Graphic. 
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Morton Stanley) and printed precise military and medical instructions to the troops The British 
government refused appeals to interfere with British armaments manufacturers who were unrestrained in 

selling to both sides J 33 J 

All Ashanti attempts at negotiations were disregarded. Wolseley led 2,500 British troops and several 
thousand West Indian and African troops to Kumasi. The capital was briefly occupied. The British were 
impressed by the size of the palace and the scope of its contents, including "rows of books in many 

languages. "f 34 ^ The Ashanti had abandoned the capital after a bloody war. The British burned itJ 35 ^ 

In the end the British and their allies suffered considerable 
casualties in the war losing numerous soldiers and high ranking 

army officers J 36 ^ but, in the end the firepower was too much to 
overcome for the Ashanti. The Asantehene (the king of the Ashanti) 
signed a British treaty in July 1 874 to end the war. 

Fourth Anglo- Ashanti War 



In 1895, the Ashanti turned down an unofficial offer to become a 
British protectorate. 

The Ashanti Kingdom wanting to keep French and European 
colonial forces out of the Ashanti Kingdom territory (and its gold), the British were anxious to conquer the 
Ashanti Kingdom once and for all. Despite being in talks with the kingdom about making it a British 
protectorate, Britain began the Fourth Anglo-Ashanti War in 1895 on the pretext of failure to pay the fines 
levied on the Asante monarch after the 1 874 war. The British were victorious and the Ashanti Kingdom 
was forced to sign a treaty. 

Culture and society 

F amily 

Standing among families was largely political. The royal family 
typically tops the hierarchy, followed by the families of the chiefs of 
territorial divisions. In each chiefdom, a particular female line 
provides the chief. A committee from among several men eligible 
for the post elects that chief. 

Asante Clothing and cuisine 



Education and children 

Education in the Ashanti Kingdom was conducted by Asante and 
imported scholars and Ashanti people would often attend schools in 
Europe for their higher education. 




Visual Art of an the Ashanti 
Kingdom family and city 
neighbourhood, c. 1873 




In January 1 896, the British formally 
annexed the Ashanti Kingdom into 
the British Empire. 
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Tolerant parents are typical among the Ashanti. Childhood is considered a 
happy time and children cannot be responsible for their actions. The child 
is not responsible for their actions until after puberty. A child is harmless 
and there is no worry for the control of its soul, the original purpose of all 
funeral rites, so the ritual funerals typically given to the deceased Ashanti 
are not as lavish for the children. 

The Ashanti adored twins when they were bom within the royal family 
because they were seen as a sign of impending fortune. Ordinarily, boy 
twins from outside of it became fly switchers at court and twin girls 
potential wives of the King. If the twins are a boy and girl, no particular 
career awaits them. Women who bear triplets are greatly honored because 
three is regarded as a lucky number. Special rituals ensue for the third, 
sixth, and ninth child. The fifth child (unlucky five) can expect misfortune. 
Families with many children are well respected and barren women scoffed 
at. 

Menstruation and impurity 

The Ashanti held puberty rites only for females. Fathers instruct their sons without public observance. The 
privacy of boys was respected in the Ashanti kingdom. As menstmation approaches, a girl goes to her 
mother's house. When the girl's menstmation is disclosed, the mother announces the good news in the 
village beating an iron hoe with a stone. Old women come out and sing Bara (menstrual) songs. 

Menstmating women suffered numerous restrictions. The Ashanti viewed them as ritually unclean. They 
did not cook for men, nor did they eat any food cooked for a man. If a menstmating woman entered the 
ancestral stool house, she was arrested, and the punishment was typically death. If this punishment is not 
exacted, the Ashanti believe, the ghost of the ancestors would strangle the chief. Menstmating women lived 
in special houses during their periods as they were forbidden to cross the threshold of men's houses. They 
swore no oaths and no oaths were sworn for or against them. They did not participate in any of the 
ceremonial observances and did not visit any sacred places. 

Healthcare and death in the Ashanti Kingdom 

Sickness and death were major events in the kingdom. The ordinary 
herbalist divined the supernatural cause of the illness and treated it 
with herbal medicines. 

People loathed being alone for long without someone available to 
perform this rite before the sick collapsed. The family dressed the in 
its best clothes, and adorned it with packets of gold dust (money for 
the after-life), ornaments, and food for the journey "up the hill". The 
body was normally buried within 24 hours. Until that time the 
funeral party engage in dancing, dmmming, shooting of guns, all 
accompanied by the wailing of relatives. This was done because the 
Ashanti typically believed that death was not something to be sad 
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about, but rather a part of life. As the Ashanti believed in an after- 
life, families felt they would be reunited with their ancestors upon 
death. Funeral rites for the death of a king involved the whole 
kingdom and were a much more elaborate affair. 

Ceremonial in the Ashanti Kingdom 

The greatest and most frequent ceremonies of the Ashanti recalled 
the spirits of departed rulers with an offering of food and drink, 
asking their favor for the common good, called the Adae. The day 
before the Adae, Akan drums broadcast the approaching 
ceremonies. The stool treasurer gathers sheep and liquor that will be 
offered. The chief priest officiates the Adae in the stool house where 
the ancestors came. The priest offers each food and a beverage. The 
public ceremony occurs outdoors, where all the people joined the 
dancing. Minstrels chant ritual phrases; the talking drums extol the 
chief and the ancestors in traditional phrases. The Odwera, the other 
large ceremony, occurs in September and typically lasted for a week 
or two. It is a time of cleansing of sin from society the defilement, 
and for the purification of shrines of ancestors and gods. After the 
sacrifice and feast of a black hen — of which both the living and the 
dead share, a new year begins in which all were clean, strong, and 
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